The Superpowers and the Middle East
Israel, however, had her misgivings about the Arab states which
had openly announced their dedication to her destruction by force
of arms. In this respect, the sale of the 'Hawk' missiles by the
United States was only partially satisfactory to the Israelis who
wanted ground-to-ground missiles like those Nasser was acquir-
ing. To allay Israeli fears, President Kennedy pledged that the
United States would "act promptly and decisively against any
nation in the Middle East which attacks its neighbor," and he
called for "an international effort to halt the arms race in the
Middle East.47 He warned that if this was not accomplished, the
United States would not permit an imbalance to exist which might
threaten the right of any country to self defense.
Since this gave rise to some misgivings among the Arab states,
Kennedy dispatched a letter to each of the principal Arab heads
of state in the first half of 1961, in which he assured them that
the United States had really never wavered in its determination
to assist the Arab peoples in their struggle for self realization.
Even more important was his further assurance that the Ameri-
can government fully supported the right of those Arab refugees
who were peacefully inclined to return to their homes in
Israel.48 This went a long way in creating an improved climate
for exchanges between the U.S. and the Arab states. But Ken-
nedy's pledge to "act promptly" in the event of an attack failed
to satisfy the Israeli government which argued that a lightning
attack by the Egyptian air force could destroy most of Israel's
big cities in a matter of hours, Israel, therefore, desired a mutual
*7On 11 August 1963, President Nasser declared that there could be no
disarmament in the Middle East until the rights of the Palestinian people
had been restored in Israel. The armed forces, he said, must stand as a
"national shield" against Israel. New York Times, 12 August 1963.
**In August 1961, Nasser sent a lengthy reply to Kennedy's letter. After
this, a correspondence sprang up between the two Presidents which went on
intermittently through the Kennedy years and served as a substitute for a
face to face encounter. Schlesmger, 38n., p. 522.
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